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For Livia Gladu, without you there would be no pages to this book. Thank you for my first hook, the miles of chains, and everything else.





Introduction




Getting Started in Crochet


My Memaire taught me to crochet when I was a child because I bugged her. I don’t know that I was all that interested in making things at the time; I just wanted to do what she was doing.


And how hard could it be really? She waggled that little hook up and down, wrapped some yarn around it, and poked it into some loops of yarn she’d already made. Surprisingly, I found that it really was, almost, as easy as I thought. There is hook waggling and lots of loops, but in the end the majority of crochet is wrapping yarn around your hook, pulling your hook through loops, and making a choice. You choose with crochet. What stitch do I use and, mostly, where do I put that stitch?


This book will teach you how to read your stitches, how to see them and understand what you’re seeing so that you can make the best choice about where to place your next stitch. I also hope you’ll learn to love crochet as I do.





Be Prepared


The first choices you make when you begin any crochet project involve getting prepared, so it’s important to assemble all the tools and materials you will need. The success of your project hinges on understanding the materials you’re using, as well as knowing their best uses. To avoid the common frustration points in crochet, you need to understand not just how to make your stitches but how the way you use your tools and materials can influence the stitches, as well as the reason you make the stitches in a particular manner and where you place each stitch.


Setting up for a project can seem dry and boring when you’re just really excited about getting started, but taking the time to prepare and familiarize yourself with these beginning steps can make all the difference in fending off midproject frustrations, understanding mysteries of gauge and fabric, and preventing the little roadblocks that discourage many newcomers and cause them to give up.


This book will not only teach you the basics of each crochet stitch and how to read your crochet fabric, but it also contains some basic pattern formulas that you can use to make a wide range of beginner projects.






Before You Begin . . .


Patterns are like recipes, so view each one as you would a recipe. Make sure that you have all the materials (the “ingredients”) on hand before starting, and familiarize yourself with all the stitches (the “techniques”) needed to successfully complete the project (the “dish”).


Like any other skill, crochet is something that you build with practice. If this is the first time you’ve ever picked up a hook and yarn, you will need to dedicate some time and perseverance to learning this new skill. Each time you sit down with your hook and yarn, you will get better, not all at once, but little by little. Be patient with yourself. No one has a natural talent for crochet: They are either just practicing more than you or have been at it longer. And each person has a distinct learning style. Some can read a passage once, understand its full content, and reproduce it easily, while others need repetition, and still others need a visual guide. I’ll try to address as many different kinds of learners as I can in this volume to get you started on the crochet path with minimal resistance.










Chapter 1




Getting to Know Your Materials


Every person has a basic set of tools needed to complete their job: Batman has his utility belt and cape, the plumber has a monkey wrench and pipe snake. Crocheters have a set of tools too, and knowing how to choose the right tools will make every project that much easier.





The One Essential: A Hook


The first and most important tool to get familiar with is the hook. While it may seem to be one of the simplest tools there is, it can be quite complex. Hooks are available in lots of different materials, and each has a different feel and interacts differently with different yarns. You’ll want to experiment to find which materials you like using.




Common Hook Materials




	
Metal. Most metal hooks are slick and smooth. In fact, they can be quite slippery, allowing the yarn to move very easily over the surface. This type of hook works well with all kinds of yarn.


	
Wood. Whether made from maple, bamboo, or laminated layers, wooden hooks have a textured surface that gives them a bit more grip on the yarn. If you’re working with a slippery yarn, this kind of hook can help you hold on to the yarn and “slow down” the stitches.


	
Plastic. These hooks are fairly smooth but can have a bit of grip. Depending on what fibers you are crocheting with, you may or may not need the grip.







Parts of the Hook


Whether you are using a tiny steel hook for fine Irish lace or a superlarge hollow plastic hook for rag rugs, the basic parts of the hook are the same. Understanding the anatomy of your hook will help you to better understand the construction of your stitches and help to avoid some pitfalls of gauge and construction. Each manufacturer offers its own combination of the elements described below, and no two companies are alike; many companies even produce more than one style to appeal to a broader audience. No one hook works for every crocheter, and you may need to experiment with several styles before you find the one that is right for you.




	
Point (also sometimes called tip or head) (A). This is exactly what it sounds like. It is the leading edge of your hook, and it’s what will guide you into your next stitch. There is no standard style for this part of the hook. You will find that some manufacturers make hooks with very sharp points and others with fairly blunt, rounded points, as well as everything in between.






	
Throat (B). This is the tapered portion forming the actual hook that allows for grabbing and pulling the yarn. There are two distinct styles for this section of the hook:
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Two crochet hook styles. Point (A), throat (B), shaft (C), thumb rest (D), handle (E)







	
Inline or cut-throat. These hooks have a solid and straight cylindrical shape all the way around and a notch that has been cut out of the cylinder.


	
Non-inline or molded. These hooks have a tapered throat. The cylinder of the hook gets narrower toward the underside of the hook, and the hook itself may be pushed slightly forward from the main cylinder of the hook.








	
Shaft or neck (C). This is the space between the throat and the thumb rest, or handle, of the hook. The circumference of the shaft is what determines the hook size and is therefore where your stitches should be made.


	
Thumb rest (D). This, too, is just what it sounds like: a place for your thumb to rest on the hook. It’s an optional element, and some manufacturers do not include it. It’s typically where the hook size is noted, even if there is no flattened thumb rest.


	
Handle (E). The handle may be as simple as a continuation of the hook cylinder or as elaborate as a highly engineered, ergonomic shape meant to fit perfectly into the hand.









Understanding Hook Sizes


Using the correct size hook for your yarn is crucial to a successful project. While you can use very large hooks with very fine yarns to create open, lacy fabric, the opposite is not true. If your hook is too small for your yarn, you will have trouble successfully grabbing the yarn and creating stitches, and you may create a fabric that is too dense for your project. Most modern patterns specify both a hook size and yarn weight to start with. And if you’re not working from a pattern, start by using the recommended hook size on your yarn’s ball band. (See also the Craft Yarn Council’s Standard Yarn Weight System, which contains suggestions for appropriate hooks for a range of yarn weights, here.)


Hook sizes can be noted in three different ways. Look for the size embossed on the thumb rest or marked elsewhere on the hook. It looks a bit like this: G/6/4.00. The letter and middle number are the American (US) size, and not every hook has a corresponding letter. The number with the decimal is the actual metric measurement of the hook. I recommend checking the metric size of the hook you intend to use against what is recommended in your pattern. US hook sizes aren’t necessarily consistent, with the designation G ranging from 4.25 to 4.5 or even 4.75 mm, depending on the manufacturer.






Customize Your Hook


Sometimes you just can’t find a hook that has all the features you’re looking for. Don’t be afraid to modify your hooks to better suit you. If you don’t like thumb rests, try using the rubber grips made for pencils to change the shape of that part of your hook. If you need a larger handle, use inexpensive polymer clay to build a handle that perfectly suits your own hand!







How to Hold Your Hook


No two crocheters use the hook in the same manner, but there are two main ways to hold the hook while you crochet, and infinite slight variations on each.






	
Pencil, or underhand. Here, the hook is held “above” the hand like you would hold a pencil or paintbrush. When holding the hook like this, most of the moving or manipulation of the hook happens by bending your fingers and rolling the hook between them.
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Pencil (underhand) hold








	
Knife, or overhand. Here the hook is held under the hand as you would hold a knife for cutting. When holding the hook in this manner, most hook manipulation happens with your wrist. Holding the hook like this takes advantage of the thumb rest.
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Knife (overhand) hold














The Yarns We Love to Use


The second most important thing you’ll need for crochet is yarn. Yarn choices are almost infinite. In today’s market, you can find yarns made from nearly every material you can imagine. Traditional wool and cotton have been joined by new fibers synthesized from milk proteins, corn, and soy, as well as animal fibers from bison, chinchillas, and wild possum. You also have a huge range of sizes, or weights, to choose from, starting as small as fine sewing threads and going all the way to superbulky, ropelike yarns. (For guidance, see the Craft Yarn Council’s Standard Yarn Weight System, here.)


All that variety can be quite confusing and discouraging when you’re just starting out, so keep it simple as you work your way through this book. Since you’ll need a lot of practice for most of the stitches you’re learning, I recommend choosing a worsted-weight or DK-weight cotton — mercerized perle cotton — if you can find it. Not only is this material and weight easy to work with, you’ll also be able to use many of your practice swatches as washcloths. Cotton is also fairly forgiving if you have to pull stitches out a few times to get them right. My favorite yarns for learning stitches are Cotton Classic by Tahki Stacy Charles yarns and Lily’s Sugar ’n Cream. Just be sure to choose a solid color to start; variegated or mixed-color yarns make it harder for you to see your stitches when you’re first starting.






Perle Cotton


Mercerized perle (or pearl) cotton has gone through a chemical treatment process that plumps the fibers. As a result, the cotton takes dyes better, for more vibrant and long-lasting colors, and has a shiny or pearled finish.








Yarn Packaging


Yarn comes packaged in four standard forms:




	
Cones. Yarn presented on cones means you get lots of yardage and pay slightly less, because winding yarns into smaller packages means higher costs for the manufacturer. Coned yarns are great for larger projects because you won’t have lots of ends to work in.


	
Skeins. This is an elongated version of the ball that can be worked by pulling the yarn from the center or working from the outside.
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Yarn can come packaged as a cone (A), skein (B), ball (C), or hank (D).








	
Balls. Just as it sounds, this is a ball of yarn that can be worked by pulling the yarn from either the center or the outside.


	
Hanks. Both handspinners and commercial manufacturers often wind yarn into a large loop or circle (usually about 2 yards in circumference) containing multiple strands, then twist and fold it to make a neat package. You can’t crochet directly from the hank; you need to place the circle of yarn over the back of a chair, around the hands of a friend, or on a special winding tool called a swift. Then you can wind the yarn into a ball before you work with it.
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